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«LUTHER BURBANK OF NEW MEXICO":
DR. LOUIS B. BOELLNER, 1872-1951

ELVIS E. FLEMING

NEW MEXICANS HAVE CONTRIBUTED much to the cultural heritage
of the United States. One of these contributors was Dr. Louis B.
Boellner of Roswell, who developed a thin-shelled, large-lobed
black walnut and a fragrant dahlia, as well as other new dahlia
varieties. These significant contributions to American horticulture
represented fulfillment of Boellner's lifetime aspirations. A selftaught plant hybridizer, he used his yard in Roswell for a laboratory
to develop new plant varieties and to make improvements in existing varieties. For more than four decades, from 1910 to 1951,
he grew an amazing variety. of hybrid plants: nut trees, fruit trees,
vegetables, field crops, flowers, ornamentals. Since Boellner's experiments and some of his independently developed methods resembled those of the nationally known hybridizer, Luther Burbank,
BoeHner inevitably became known as "the Luther Burbank of New
Mexico."
Boellner's greatest accomplishment was the development of the
"Kwik-Krop Black Walnut, BoeHner Strain." He sold the propagation rights to his hybrid walnut in 1949 to Stark Brothers, a major
nursery that has offered the BoeHner walnut in its catalogs since
1957. Boellner also achieved national recognition for his new varieties of dahlias, particularly a scented flower in a species that
ordinarily has no fragrance.
Boellner's interest in horticulture began when he was a child.
The eighth of eleven children of Henry and Mary Ann BoeHner,
Louis was born at St. Charles, Missouri, on 14 February 1872. A
few years later the Boellners moved to Butler County, Kansas,
where they homesteaded west of the town of Leon. Henry Boellner
0028-6206/83/0700-0271 $2.00
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Dr. Louis B. BoeHner. Courtesy of author.
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raised staple crops common to Kansas, but he and his sons also
planted a nursery of fruit trees and hedge bushes that helped the
BoeHner farm to prosper. As a young child, Louis exhibited a love
of plants that foreshadowed his lifelong interest in horticulture. At
the age of five, he planted nuts, hedges, and evergreens in any
space available on the farm.! Although the family nursery business
left an indelible impression on young Louis, he sought a career in
another area.
In 1890, Louis became an apprentice to a jeweler in Leon. Later,
he attended Parsons Horological Institute in Peoria, Illinois, where
he studied watch-making and repairing. Graduating on 1 March
1894,2 BoeHner seven months later went into business for himself,
opening a jewelry store in Leon. Next, BoeHner took a correspondence course from the Needles Institute of Optometry, and in 1897
added the practice of optometry to his jewelry business. 3 Since
Leon provided a limited clientele, BoeHner in September 1898
moved his store to El Dorado, the nearby county seat. There, his
business increased considerably every year. 4
Meanwhile, BoeHner had taken a bride. In May 1897 he married
Grace Blanche Rees in Leon, ~here their first child, Arden Rees
BoeHner, was born the foHowing February. Edith, their second
child, joined the family in March 1900. 5
Although BoeHner's business continued to grow, the young couple was restless. BoeHner was acquainted with a travel agent for
the Santa Fe Railroad who told him about the Pecos Valley of New
Mexico and the town of Roswell. This promoter related that artesian
water had been discovered in Roswell a few years earlier and that
officials of the Santa Fe Railroad believed the Pecos VaHey would
soon be advertised nationally to attract settlers. Fascinated by the
idea of a frontier area, the Boellners decided to move to Roswell.
Not everyone thought this a good idea. Boellner's banker was astounded when he learned of the planned move to New Mexico
Territory. Revealing the "American Nativism" attitude typical in
the eastern areas toward the strange place called "New Mexico,"
he cautioned his client, "New Mexico cpuntry is no place for you
and your family. Thieves, outlaws, murderers make up the country.
It is just the jumping-off-place!"6

274

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

58:3

1983

But the Boellners were not to be discouraged. They sold the
jewelry store and optometry office and boarded a train in Wichita
that took them to Amarillo, Texas. Eventually they arrived in Roswell in a chair car attached to a small freight train of the Pecos
Valley and Northeastern Railway.7 Roswell had been incorporated
as a town in 1891 and was the county seat of Chaves County,
organized on 1 January 1890. The town was growing rapidly and
by the time it was re-incorporated as a city in 1903, it had attained
a population of 4500. It still had the atmosphere of a frontier town, 8
however, and the Boellners were surprised that it was so small.
After they got off the train in Roswell, the Boellners were driven
in a hack to the Grand Central Hotel, where they lodged until they
located a house. Most of the houses in Roswell were made of adobe,
many with mud roofs, and the Boellner family lived in one such
house for a short time. Later, they moved to a two-room house
made of native stone at 504 North Kentucky9 that they had arrang~d
to purchase on 24 September 1903. 10
The arrival of the newcomers was noted in the 2 September 1904
edition of the Roswell Record, a weekly version of the daily newspaper. In its "Local News" column, the following item appeared;
L. B. Boellner, of El Dorado, Kansas, is in the city, and is preparing to open an up-to-date jewelry establishment in the Ingersoll
book store. Hamilton Bros., who have been occupying one side of
the building in front and the entire building in the rear, will move
to the rear to make room for the jewelry store.... 11

Ingersoll's Book Store was located at 224 North Main; "Hamilton
Bro's." was a tailor shop. 12 Boellner opened his jewelry store sometime in September and soon after began his practice of optometry.
Thus he was the first optometrist in Roswell and one of the first
in New Mexico. 13 Boellner did not remain at his first Roswell location for long, however. On 21 August 1907, he bought lots at
314-16 North Main Street and had two commercial buildings erected.
He then used 316 for his business as long as it existed. 14 The jewelry
business apparently was more profitable than the optometry practice, although the firm's records do not differentiate between the
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two. Both businesses, however, grew steadily throughout the lifetime of the firm. 15
Once Boellner's businesses were established, the family began
to enter into the life of the community. A second daughter, Frances,_
was born in Roswell in August 1906. 16 In May 1909, the Boellners
bought a lot at 508 North Missouri Avenue,17 and Grace Boellner
designed a house for the family. The spacious, two-story structure
was built in 1910, but Mrs. Boellner enjoyed the house for only a
few years. In 1916-17 she was afflicted with cancer and died at
home on 2 November 1917. Her remains were transported back
to the "old home" at Leon, Kansas, for burial. 18 The house remained
the family's permanent residence, however, and Louis developed
the yard as a "laboratory" for his many horticultural experiments.
Boellner continued to dabble in horticulture while his children
grew to maturity. After nine years in the Roswell public schools,
Arden Boellner attended New Mexico Military Institute (NMMI)
in Roswell to complete high school and junior college. After graduating in 1919,19 he attended Bradley School of Jewelry in Peoria,
Illinois, and upon his return to the Southwest, entered into partnership with his father in the jewelry business. Arden married
Hazel Daring in 1924, and they raised their two daughters in Roswell. Later, Arden continued to follow in his father's footsteps and
became an optometrist, and the father-son partnership continued
until Arden entered the army in the summer of 1941. 20
Meanwhile, the older daughter, Edith, grew up to be an attractive and intelligent young lady who graduated from Roswell High
School in 1917. Six years later, Frances graduated from the same
school. 21 Edith married Carl J. Turner, an aircraft purchasing agent
in Glendale, California, and Frances also married a Glendale resident, merchant Theodore T. Brough. Both women are now deceased. 22
As World War II loomed on the horizon, Arden, at the age of
forty-three, was called into the army as a lieutenant-colonel. Captured by the Japanese sometime in 1942, he spent three years as
a prisoner. When his group was in transit to Taiwan in a Japanese
ship, American warplanes strafed and sunk it on 15 December 1944.
Arden's body was never recovered. 23
Following the death of his wife, Boellner devoted himself to his
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businesses and numerous hobbies as well as his horticultural work.
Mter twenty-five years as a widower, Boellner, at the age of sixtynine, remarried. His new bride, Martha Cowan, was a fifty-yearold teacher of history at Roswell High School. After the wedding,
which took place on 22 August 1942, Martha became Boellner's
assistant at the optometry office. He continued his optometry practice until six days before his death in 1951,24 although he sold the
jewelry business in 1946.
While Boellner worked as an optometrist and a jeweler, he had
also devoted himself to his horticultural studies. As a boy on the
farm in Butler County, Kansas, he had developed a taste for black
walnuts that grew there. Reminiscing in 1950 in a letter to President Harry Truman, he wrote "you remember when we were boys
how we could crack the wild black walnuts with a stone or a hammer
and pick out the kernel, usually with a horseshoe nail, but seldom
getting all the kernel. But we all thought it the best nut grown. . . ."25
He began to think about how much more pleasure the nuts would
give if only the shells were thinner and not so hard to crack and
if there were more meat in a larger kernel. He thought often about
his dream of improving the black walnut, but he was not able to
begin his experiments until after he was established in his professional career, probably about 1906. 26
Boellner used two very large trees on the Kansas farm as the
foundation of the walnut development. One of the trees produced
a black walnut that was unusually large, and the other produced a
medium-sized nut with a full lobe and a thin shell. These nuts
became the basis for a forty-year process that culminated in the
patented "Stark Kwik-Krop Black Walnut, Boellner Strain."27
Boellner cultivated fourteen "working trees" around his house
on North Missouri in Roswell as a "laboratory," and he experimented and tested his hybrids on a larger scale on the farm in
Kansas, which he acquired after his parents died. The working
trees were grown as seedlings from Kansas black walnuts planted
about 1910. In the ensuing forty years, Boellner produced more
than two hundred different varieties of hybrid nuts, crossing black
walnuts with English walnuts, Japanese walnuts, butternuts, pecans, and others. Boellner kept careful records of each step and
each cross, and the manager of his Kansas farm did likewise. These
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records allowed the experimenters to make the best use of each
growing season. 28
The first step in the hybridizing process was to pollinate the
female blossoms of one tree with pollen from another tree. The
nuts produced were carefully sorted, with the best specimens selected for planting. Each year, the nuts were planted in the fall to
be ready to sprout when warm weather came the next spring. The
next step in the procedure originated with BoeHner and allowed
the outcome of a nut cross to be determined in only one to three
years. In April, when the young nut shoots were several inches
tall, Boellner cut buds from them. The seedling buds were then
inserted into the stock of mature trees, wrapped with cord, and
covered with paraffin. The host trees became an "incubator" in
which the seedling buds could mature faster. Each bud would
produce a new limb on the host tree and bear the new hybrid nut
the following year. With this process, the trees in Roswell brought
to maturity some sixty to eighty new buddings each year. Boellner's
system stressed speed and volume so that he might test as many
new hybrids in as little time as possible. The procedure cut the
waiting time to a fraction of the nine or more years required for a
nut tree to bear on its own root, and it was also faster than grafting.
In all his experiments, BoeHner never let any nut bear on its own
root; he always used budding. 29
Once a new cross produced nuts, the selection process became
a crucial step. Boellner chose the best nuts that exhibited the
characteristics he was cultivating. More often than not, hybrids
would regress rather than improve. Sometimes, for example, there
would be no kernel-just wood; Boellner called these "blanks. "30
But Boellner carefully crossed and re-crossed the black walnuts,
each season meticulously selecting seed nuts with the traits he
sought. He also crossed them with other varieties to cultivate distinctive qualities; for example, crossing with the English, or Persian, walnut made the shell thinner and eliminated the corrugation
on the inside of the shell; and butternut was introduced to improve
the flavor. 31 After he had spent twenty-four years hybridizing black
walnuts, Boellner's dream became reality in 1932 when the nut he
had envisioned appeared on one of the working trees: a large nut
with a thin shell and a large, double-lobed kernel. No horseshoe
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nail was needed in the removal of these kernels! BoeHner spent
the remainder of his life seeking to improve this nut. 32
The two old trees that BoeHner referred to as the "grandparents"
of his hybrid black walnut were almost lost during World War II
when the federal government appropriated many walnut trees to
use for making gun stocks. Federal officials at first told BoeHner
that the trees would be confiscated. In protest, he wrote many
letters to government authorities to explain that he was breeding
from those ancestral trees, that they produced good nuts, and that
he believed his work was "more important than sawing up the trees
into gun stocks to kill men." He offered the authorities any or aH
of the other five hundred trees on his place if they would only let
him keep those two. When a federal official asked BoeHner if someone else could corroborate his estimation of the importance of his
work, he replied that his son, Arden, could have, but "you killed
him. Now, you want to use these trees to kill people, but I'm trying
to use them to feed people." Finally, the government agreed to
spare the valuable trees and took four others instead. 33
In the late 1940s, BoeHner began to correspond and negotiate
with Harry W. Guengerich, head of the research team of the famous
Stark Brothers Nurseries and Orchards Company of Louisiana,
Missouri, about the possibility of seHing the propagation rights for
the BoeHner walnut to the giant nursery. On 19 September 1949,
BoeHner and Lloyd C. Stark signed an agreement in which the
rights to the hybrid were conveyed to the nursery. The specific
tree from which Stark Brothers were to propagate was located on
BoeHner's Kansas farm and was described in the contract as a
"hybrid of a black walnut and a Persian (English) Walnut." The
contract provided for a cash payment of $300 plus ten cents in
royalties for each tree sold by Stark Brothers during the seventeenyear life of the U.S. Plant Patent to be obtained on the walnut. 34
BoeHner chose the Denver Post to announce the development
and availability of the walnut "when the time ... [came] to release
the news." In a letter to the Post, he wrote, "as soon as the Stark
Bro's Nurseries complete their preliminary work on the patent and
say we can make this known, it will be aH right. The patent is
already filed in Washington, D. c., in the name of Louis B. BoeHner
as breeder and developer. "35 In January 1950 the sale of the walnut
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was finally announced. A news item in the Denver Post broke the
news;36 and when the announcement was made in RosweH a few
days later, Ralph Partridge, farm editor of the Post, was present
for the press conference. Also present were several Roswell dignitaries and newsmen. An item in the Roswell Daily Record stated
that the selling price was $10,000 plus seventeen years of royalties. 37
The patent for the new walnut, to be known as the Kwik-Krop,
was granted in 1952. According to Jerome L. Frecon, product
development manager for Stark Brothers, it took five years to build
up scionwood, so royalties did not begin until 1957. 38 Boellner did
not live to see the payment of royalties on his walnut, and existing
records do not reveal how much his estate received for the nut.
Although newspapers stated at the time of the sale that BoeHner
received $10,000 cash plus the seventeen years of royalties, his
widow asserted that the $10,000 figure was an estimate of how
much the tree would yield in royalties during the life ofthe patent. 39
BoeHner apparently did not care to divulge the terms of his agreement with Stark Brothers, because he did not correct or change
the statements of the news media. In fact, when interviewed by
Life magazine shortly before his death in 1951, BoeHner referred
to his walnut as "the $10,000 nut."40 The first royalty, paid in 1957,
amounted to only $22.70. 41 Royalties for the next two years were
also rather small, but Paul Stark, Jr., promised Martha Boellner
that they would increase substantially after 1959. 42 The royalties
did not, however, measure up to the projected $10,000 figure.
Mrs. Boellner believes that royalties paid to Dr. BoeHner's estate,
between 1957 and 1969, totaled no more than $3, 000. 43
Stark Brothers has been enthusiastic about the qualities of the
KWik-Krop, and the tree is still sold through the firm's catalogs.
Recent evaluation of the walnut by the nursery continues to be
quite favorable. It is a precocious and early-bearing walnut, according to Frecon; and it sometimes bears nuts in the nursery if
held over two years after grafting. Stark Brothers has continued to
sell the walnut because of its early-bearing characteristics, its satisfactory appearance, and the quality of the nut; and customer
demand continues to exceed the nursery's ability to supply planting
stock. Some years the Kwik-Krop is omitted from the catalog in
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order to give the nursery time to build up its supply. Although
mature trees reach a height of sixty-five feet and are desirable as
shade trees,44 BoeHner's hopes that the Kwik-Krop would make
walnut abundantly available for furniture making has not yet been
proven.
The Kwik-Krop is adaptable to diverse climate and soil conditions; even in the southern parts of the United States some growers
successfully produce the walnuts. The main problem in the South
and the Southwest lies in the alkaline soil in some areas of Louisiana, Texas, and western New Mexico. The Kwik-Krop is grafted
onto black walnut seedlings, but they cannot tolerate the alkaline
soil conditions. 45
Second only to the black walnut in contributing to BoeHner's
national renown was his development of dahlias. BoeHner started
growing dahlias in the 1920s, and for a quarter-century his flowers
took top awards in flower shows at the New Mexico State Fair in
Albuquerque and at the Eastern New Mexico State Fair in RosweH.
The first accomplishment that attracted national interest was the
"Martha BoeHner" dahlia, which first bloomed on the day that
BoeHner and Martha Cowan were married in August 1942. Together
they continued to refine the large flowers and in 1945 submitted
the "Martha BoeHner" to the trial gardens of the American Dahlia
Society (ADS) at the University of Connecticut at Storrs. 46 Roland
H. Patch, superintendent of the ADS trial gardens, placed the
"Martha BoeHner" in both the "A-large" and the "B-medium" classifications, explaining that the flower was considered a Certificate
of Merit dahlia. By scoring it as "A" and "B," the judges implied
that it was a dual-purpose variety, with "A" designating the "exhibition" classification and "B" the "cut flower" group. 47
A short while later, Lynn B. Dudley, national authority on dahlias, placed the "Martha BoeHner" on the 1946 Honor Roll of Dahlias in the December 1945 issue of The Flower Grower magazine.
He described the flowers as "scarlet red with flush of deeper carmine, velvet sheen on petals." The blooms were described as eight
to nine inches in diameter, with straight stems. 48 Patch had suggested to BoeHner that he negotiate with certain nurseries in New
York or New Jersey to introduce the "Martha BoeHner" to the
public, but BoeHner apparently decided to attempt the introduc-
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tion on his own. In the same issue of The Flower Grower in which
his dahlia was honored, Boellner ran an advertisement for his prize
flower, offering it for sale at $20 per root. 49 Response to the advertisement is unknown, but the Boellners received much acclaim
for the dahlia at the Mid-West show in St. Louis, Missouri, and
other flower shows in 1946. 50
Boellner's other principal project with dahlias was the scented
dahlia. About 1935, he began removing the pollen from his better
blooms and pollinating them with pollen from zinnias, daisies, and
various other fragrant flowers. For ten years he experimented,
sometimes producing a faint scent, only to lose it in the next generation. 51 Boellner mentioned his efforts to other prominent dahlia
growers, who gave him much encouragement. According to Mrs.
Boellner, her husband was a judge at the Greater St. Louis Flower
Conference of 1946, where he was encouraged to "go home and
produce a fragrant dahlia. "52
In 1947, a third-generation dahlia emitted a distinct fragrance.
This success not only created a sensation in Roswell, but also attracted the attention of dahlia fanciers across the country. 53 George
Currie and Lewis West, two leaders in the Dahlia Society, revealed
their enthusiasm for the fragrant dahlia in their correspondence
with the Boellners. Currie wrote to Mrs. Boellner, "You have every
right to be enthused over your fragrant dahlia. If it will reproduce
itself it may well mark the greatest advance in dahlia culture in
this century."54 West expressed similar optimism, declaring "If you
can succeed in producing a fragrance appropriate to the character
of the flower, it will be the most significant development since the
Dahlia ]uarezii was discovered in 1872."55 The December 1947
issued of The Dahlia featured an article about Boellner's work,
noting that Boellner "has been referred to as the 'Luther Burbank
of New Mexico,' and if this seedling reproduces itself, it may well
be the crowning success of his long career in plant breeding. "56
Despite these hopeful predictions, the 1947 scented dahlia seeds
turned out to be sterile. Another delay ensued, but finally two
seeds from the 1949 crop sprouted in 1950. One of the plants was
lost to cutworms, but the other produced blooms with the same
scent as the parent plant. Boellner called in local garden club
members to ask their opinions of the scent, which they likened to

Louis BoeHner checking the buds on a walnut tree at his Kansas farm. Courtesy
of author.
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that of many other flowers. Most flower growers, however, agreed
with Boellner that the fragrant dahlia was closest to the scent of
the wild sweet william. 57
Boellner described one of the two blooms on his scented dahlia
as Carrell Pink and the other as "bordering on Lavender Carrell. "
Notably, the flowers did not sunburn and turn brown, but rather
retained their colors and transparency even when dried. The blooms
were about eight inches in diameter on a bush about five feet taH.58
As expected, the 1950 blooms produced seeds that were fertile,
but BoeHner again had only two plants in 1951. He almost lost one
of them to c~tworms, but fortunately found the plant minutes after
the worm had cut it off. He quickly grafted the stalk onto the root
of another dahlia and saved the rare plant. 59 BoeHner did not live
to see the beautiful scented blooms his prize dahlias produced in
1951, but Mrs. BoeHner carried on with their plans to exhibit the
new dahlia at fairs and flower shows in New Mexico and elsewhere.
Perhaps the most noted showing of the dahlia was in October 1951
in Kansas City, Missouri, where the Mid-West Dahlia Conference
and the Greater Kansas City Dahlia Society held a joint show. The
show afforded prominent floriculturists an opportunity to examine
firsthand the scented dahlia, which was given a special award and
attracted much attention. Lewis West, E. J. Wind of the Rocky
River Dahlia Gardens, and other leading dahlia growers agreed
that the flowers did indeed have a fragrance even though they had
been cut a few days before the show and had bloomed several days
before they were cut. 60
The final tribute to BoeHner in the dahlia world came in Louisville, Kentucky, on 20 and 21 September 1952, when the Dahlia
Society of Kentucky hosted a joint show of the Mid-West Dahlia
. Conference and the Southern States Dahlia Association. In memory
of her late husband, Mrs. BoeHner provided a special award ribbon
and trophy for the largest bloom in the "A:' size category. 61
Martha BoeHner, also a skilled dahlia grower, carried on her
husband's dahlia projects in other ways as weH. She enlisted the
aid of her friend, Dora Lewis Sanders, and they removed the
BoeHner dahlias to the Sanders' South Spring home southeast of
RosweH. The two women spent five years working on dahlia-breeding experiments, and the BoeHner dahlias thrived at the Sanders
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gardens until about 1957. But they eventually were abandoned as
a result .of damage from insects and cold weather and other complications such as regression in some varieties. 62
The Kwik-Krop black walnut and the scented dahlia brought
Boellner national recognition, but they were by no means his only
horticultural accomplishments. In July 1951, he had the opportunity to display his experiments when a team of reporters from
Life magazine came to Roswell to interview him for a projected
article. In addition to Ed B. Ogle and Carl Iwasaki from Life, Daniel
A. Storm, local correspondent for the Denver Post, and a few other
friends and relatives of the Boellners were present. Boellner described the day he spent guiding the group round his yard and
explaining his experiments as "the greatest experience" in his life.
The Roswell hybridizer began the tour with a demonstration of
his unique method of "budding. "He then pointed out various stages
ofhis walnut testing and, of course, he spent a considerable amount
of time showing off his famous Kwik-Krop. The single-lobe walnut
that Boellner developed along with the Kwik-Krop was almost
ready for marketing; and other nut crosses, including the Persian/
black walnut cross, butternut/pecan cross, English walnut/pecan
cross, and the "hican," a cross between a shag-bark hickory and a
pecan, were in various stages of development.
The tour continued as Boellner exhibited his insulated peach
tree, which had a hooded blossom that could withstand temperatures as much as ten degrees colder than other peaches. Another
unusual tree was the fountain or "weeping" mulberry, a product of
Boellner's grafting mulberry vines into a standard mulberry tree
(it still yields abundant crops of tasty berries more than thirty years
after Boellner's death). Other fruit trees and vines displayed to the
Life visitors were dwarf peach trees, a cross between a plum and
an apricot, and grapevines grown from seed.
BoeHner also exhibited field crops, including colored cotton and
a "Super Wheat" that experts declared capable of producing ninetyfour bushels or more per acre. In addition, Boellner's "perpetual
alfalfa" was an extremely hardy variety that drew the interest of
local farmers, since Chaves County was the leading producer of
hay among New Mexico counties, and alfalfa was one of the top
cash crops in the state. However, the only field crop that Boellner
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deemed ready for marketing was a hybrid of popcorn and sweet
corn, a popcorn with the flavor of sweet corn. Despite Boellner's
enthusiasm for his new hybrid, his attempts to interest popcorn
producers or distributors in his "sweet corn popcorn" were imsuccessful.
Next, Boellner led the group to his dahlia beds, which included
the yet-to-bloom scented dahlia. He also displayed a French lilac
and a Rose of Sharon, each of which at one time bore fifteen
varieties. The visitors then progressed to still more of Boellner's
projects. Although many were in the early stages of development,
the aging hybridizer confidently asserted that he would live to see
his experiments completed. 64
The visit of the Life magazine representatives turned out to be
a "climax" in Dr. Boellner's life. A few days after their visit, he and
Martha left Roswell to spend a week in Kansas, where they studied
the progress of the walnut experiments, marked some, and collected specimens of others. 65
Upon his return to Roswell, Dr. Boellner resumed his optometry
practice. A week later, he entered St. Mary's Hospital for a check~
up and a rest. His condition was not considered serious. But, on
Friday, 24 August 1951, Boellner's condition suddenly worsened,
and he died that afternoon. Two days later, the widely respected
optometrist and horticulturist was buried in South Park Cemetery.66 Unfortunately, with the news of his untimely death, Life
cancelled the magazine article. 67
While the article for Life never appeared, numerous other articles had been written about the New Mexico hybridizer, often
referring to him as the "Luther Burbank of New Mexico." It is
unclear who first used the term, but Jack Wooten, in an article
that appeared in Western Farm Life in 1947, first used it in print. 68
Thereafter, every writer who wrote about the Roswell hybridizer
used the catchy phrase. 69
Was Boellner, in fact, another Burbank? Luther Burbank (18491926) ranks as the foremost horticulturist in American history. He
developed more than two hundred varieties of plants, including
fruits, flowers, nuts, and vegetables. Burbank's principal methods
were selection and cross-breeding; he used special conditions of
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fertility, temperature, and moisture in controlled situations to hasten the changes that he sought to produce. 70
The horticultural work of Boellner was very similar to Burbank's.
BoeHner used the same methods Burbank employed, selection and
cross-breeding, in the development of the Kwik-Krop black walnut.
In addition, BoeHner and Burbank conducted similar experiments
on dahlias, nuts, and potato-tomato crosses. But BoeHner did not
imitate the work of Burbank. Rather, he conducted experiments
independently. He developed some unique methods that included
using paraffin instead of grafting wax. BoeHner's most significant
development in method, which greatly accelerated the number of
his experiments, was his concept of "budding" rather than grafting
nut trees. Although BoeHner's horticultural work was an avocation,
his experiments in quality and in quantity merit comparison with
Burbank's. Thus, Louis BoeHner is justly recognized as one of the
most notable horticulturists in the Southwest.
BoeHner believed that he cooperated with the natural forces of
the Creator in developing new and improved varieties. Although
BoeHner employed Darwinian concepts, such as "survival of the
fittest," his widow strongly believes that he would have opposed
the principles of genetic engineering because they violate the natural laws of God. He considered his work to be God-given and
would have been repulsed at the idea that he tried to violate God's
creation. 71
Why did BoeHner not release some of his other developments
to the public? A high-yielding, drought-resistant wheat, for example, could have done much good in the world. In an interview
with DanielA. Storm of the Denver Post, BoeHner gave two reasons
for not releasing the plants. First, he was a perfectionist. As long
as a plant continued to show improvement, he did not want to stop
working on it and breeding into it the characteristics that he wanted.
Second, he had long planned for his only son, Arden, to foHow in
his footsteps in the hybridizing work as he had done in the jewelry
business and optometry practice. Arden's death in World War II
ended those plans, and BoeHner delayed making efforts to place
his developments with commercial producers. By the time he began to make contacts with nurseries and growers, the end of his
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life was drawing near, and his death left his experiments short of
the perfection that he desired. 72
In 1977, Martha Boellner, at considerable expense, assembled
an exhibit for permanent display at the Chaves County Historical
Museum in Roswell. To ensure that Dr. Boellner's work receives
the recognition and the honor that it deserves, the exhibit contains
samples and illustrations of his work and items he used in his
jewelry business and optometry practice. One elaborate display
shows the various steps and crosses in the development of the
Kwik-Krop black walnut. Containers of his corn, wheat, cotton,
and other crops are also displayed, as are the vases and other items
that Boellner covered with pine cone petals or "Pecos Valley Diamonds." His large collection of rattlesnake rattles, the watch he
made at Parsons Institute in 1894, and numerous other items are
in the exhibit. Mrs. Boellner explained that the purpose of the
exhibit is "not only to recognize the life and work of a deserving
hybridizer, but also to inspire talented youth to work with the laws
of nature by recognizing that 'In the beginning, God created' (Genesis 1:1), rather than the theory of genetic engineering, where
'Mother Nature' is substituted for 'Father God. '''73
Louis B. Boellner was a pioneer optometrist and a prominent
Roswell businessman for almost half a century; but it was his avocation, his love for horticulture, that motivated him to develop
new plant varieties to benefit mankind. Although most of his experiments were incomplete at the time of his death, many Americans enjoy the benefits ofhis hybrid black walnuts and the beautiful
trees that produce them. Further, Boellner's dahlias have brought
immeasurable pleasure to flower enthusiasts. Since these unique
accomplishments are important gifts to the world, Louis B. Boellner deserves to be remembered as "the Luther Burbank of New
Mexico."
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